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Chapter 3: 
Advancing women postgraduates  
and academics at Rhodes 
 
Interview with Rhodes University Vice-Chancellor, Dr Saleem Badat 
 
“We encourage WASA to independently and critically analyze conditions 
at Rhodes and to propose how we can continue to develop the 
University’s postgraduate and academic advancement programme for 
women. We look forward to a partnership that helps ensure that we 
cultivate an environment throughout campus that creates meaningful 
opportunities and facilitates the development of women,” says Dr Saleem 
Badat.  
 
He explains that Rhodes is committed to and is proactively focusing on 
increasing the number and proportion of women academics, with an 
emphasis on black South African women postgraduates and academics 
and women senior academics in general. This is regarded as a key 
imperative for the University.  
 
Efforts towards achieving this include: 
  
 Prioritizing the employment of suitably qualified women 
academics and especially black women though an Employment 
Equity Action Plan and the recruitment and selection processes of 
the University  
 The Accelerated Development Programme funded by the 
University and the Kresge and Mellon foundations which seeks to 
produce the next generation of academics for Rhodes, and 
especially black and women academics 
 Prioritizing postgraduate scholarships and bursaries for women and 
especially black women in the light of their underrepresentation at 
postgraduate level  
 Ensuring sensitivity in academic promotions in the case of women 
whose careers have been affected by child care responsibilities  
 Commissioning a formal transformation review of the University 
through Rhodes’ Director of Equity and Institutional Culture, 
which has since 2011 been headed by Advocate Tshidi Hashatse; 
 Hosting round tables and Imbizo’s on gender equity and 
transformation within the University; 
 
 
Dr Badat says that he hopes that Rhodes will continue to develop as a de-
racialised, de-masculanised and de-gendered institution that is also highly 
conscious of issues of class, culture and language and respects and 
appreciates difference and diversity. He emphasizes that difference and 
diversity must be embraced as wellsprings of institutional, intellectual 
and scholarly vitality. He is adamant that “sexism and any form of sexual 
discrimination, harassment or violence against women will not be 
tolerated at Rhodes and urges that women and men counter and address 
and challenge such conduct and actions at every level.”  
He adds that the University is committed to ensuring that Rhodes is not 
the tramping ground of students from wealthy and middle class 
backgrounds alone, and that talented and deserving students from 
working class, rural poor and lower middle class backgrounds are also 
able to access and thrive at Rhodes. He says this “is critical for the 
realization of constitutional ideals and the deepening and consolidation of 
democracy in South Africa”.   
 
Rhodes support to postgrduate students 
Rhodes had 2 114 postgraduate students in 2012. 664 Honours and 
postgraduate diploma students, 245 Masters students and 73 doctoral 
student graduated in 2012.  In 2012 R35.7 million was provided in 
postgraduate financial aid to 1 331 students - funding ranging from a few 
thousand rand to full scholarships worth R120 000. He says he was 
excited that during 2013, some 50 students that received undergraduate 
financial support from the National Student Financial Aid Scheme 
(NSFAS) were eligible to study Honours. Although there is no 
guaranteed NSFAS support for postgraduate study, Rhodes registered all 
these students, who were in need of full support. “We could not turn these 
students away” he says. “We had to register them”. “Had to” he 
emphasizes “and find the funds from somewhere.” This is “a big success 
story. How could we turn them away – just because they did not have the 
funds even though there were eligible for Honours study?” Dr Badat said 
to the Postgraduate Financial office that he “would stand surety for the 
students if the University was not able to raise the funds to support the 
students.” (Funds were raised for all the students).   
“It is imperative for South Africa’s socio-economic development to 
dramatically increase the numbers of postgraduate students. Consider for 
a moment that the University of Sao Paulo alone annually produces more 
PhDs than the whole of South Africa, which produced just over 1400 
PhDs in 2010”. 
He believes that South Africa’s leading research universities, of which 
Rhodes is one, should working together collectively to ensure the 
strengthening of the participation of women postgraduate students, 
particularly black South African women. He advocates that universities 
should agree to offer students similar amounts for a Masters or PhD to 
avert “chequebook politics” and the “triumph of the richest” in Higher 
Education, as this would have negative implications for quality and social 
equity. 
“When hugely differing amounts are offered for postgraduate studies it 
unduly influences students, who could be tempted to go for the highest 
funded scholarship instead of seeking the best quality institution or 
supervisor for their specific discipline or field,” he says.  
Strategy to develop the next generation of black and women scholars 
As the Chair of the Funding Strategy Group of Higher Education South 
Africa’s (HESA), Dr Badat motivated for and convened HESA’s Next 
Generation Development initiative, and helped to formulate its 
programme proposal for developing the next generation of  academics, 
and especially black and women scholars. “We seek a budget of R150-
million per year to support and produce over a period 300 next generation 
scholars, ideally with a PhD,” he explains. “It is a superb programme and 
it is currently sitting with the departments of Higher Education and 
Training, and Science and Technology”. He hopes that funding for the 
programme, “which will have great benefits’ for universities and the 
country will be treated as a matter of urgency.” (The National Planning 
Commission in the Office of the President has thrown its weight behind 
the programme and has made it part of its National Development Plan 
2030). 
This kind of national programme, like the University’s Accelerated 
Development Programme supported by University funds and by the 
Kresge and Mellon foundations “provide a natural pipeline for more 
women academics, with an emphasis on black South African women 
academics, to rise through the academic ranks”. He says this is also “a 
wonderful example of how equity and quality can be combined and do 
not have to be in tension, as some people like to suggest”. 
At present the number of Deans, Heads of Departments and Professors at 
Rhodes is heavily male-weighted and several WASA members have 
voiced their dissatisfaction with this. They say the lack of guidance from 
certain senior academics, as well as from Human Resources where they 
are not given the right kind of ‘paperwork support’ and assistance 
regarding the University’s advancement processes needs to be addressed. 
“It goes without saying that if indeed there are problem being 
experienced regarding advancement we need to address these”.  He says 
he would welcome documented accounts from women postgraduate 
students and academics regarding any alleged blockages or problems 
being experienced”. We cannot act on hearsay,” says Dr Badat. He urges 
any postgraduate women who may be experiencing logistical or academic 
problems that are making them unhappy, to bring this to the attention of 
the HoD’s or Deans. “If that fails, they can seek a conversation with 
either of the DVC’s or me”.   
He stresses that the “University’s promotion policy and criteria were the 
outcome of extensive discussion by departments and faculties before they 
were adopted by Senate.” He concedes that he has come across instances 
where “academics are reluctant to put themselves forward for promotion 
or merit awards and seek rather to be nominated by senior scholars”. He 
muses that this may ‘especially be the case with women” and urges senior 
scholars to be sensitive in this regard. The DVC: Research and 
Development, Dr Peter Clayton has since been charged with proactively 
identifying scholars, and especially women, who could be deserving of 
promotion and encouraging them to apply or nominating them’. 
He emphasises that emerging researcher support and mid-career 
academic support for women is one of Rhodes’ strategic focus areas, as is 
creating academic posts for all University next generation scholars who 
successfully complete the programme. “The intention is to retain all the 
next generation scholars”.  
Interventions for women’s academic career paths 
Dr Badat agrees that the career path of women in academia needs 
attention. He appreciates “no matter how progressive our policies might 
be, it is highly likely that it is women that will continue to take-off time 
to raise children. This inevitably has an impact on a woman academics 
productivity and research output”. He says that Rhodes takes this into 
consideration when appraising women academics’ CVs for appointment 
and promotion.” He says “equity or real equality is not treating everyone 
the same but fairly and justly”. 
He is mindful that the home lives and responsibilities of women 
academics and postgraduates need to be taken into consideration when 
University functions are organised. “Functions often take place at 5.30pm 
or 6.00pm – a time when women with young children usually need to be 
at home. Men too, are affected, but perhaps not to the same degree as 
women. Women then lose out on the networking opportunities functions 
afford.” This matter was discussed at a gender imbizo and the suggestion 
that the University should ensure childcare facilities was discussed with 
the crèche at the University. Dr Badat concedes that he is “not sure that 
the matter of function times has been effectively addressed” and says he 
would welcome ideas of how it could be reasonably addressed. 
 
Competitive academic salaries 
Dr Badat emphasises the need to pay academics competitive salaries to 
attract a new and next generation. “Before 1994 a professor at a 
university earned about the same as a director of a government 
department. Today a professor at retirement age earns in the region of 
R650 000 per year while the starting salary for a director in a government 
department in Bisho or Pretoria is some R750 000. This sends out the 
wrong message to academics as to how the state values them.” It is one of 
the reasons why generally “the recruitment and retention of academics is 
becoming a considerable struggle”. He says that “Rhodes is very 
fortunate to have the quality of academics that we have.” (Dr Badat is 
currently chairing a HESA Task Team that is looking at the issue of 
academic remuneration and will formulate policy proposals with which to 
engage the government). 
Despite the difficulties he says that Rhodes is intent on hiring more 
women academics and the University engages actively with Deans and 
Heads of Department around the equity profile of their departments and 
faculties and the University’s need to appoint more women and black 
women academics. Attention is also given “to the participation of women 
on the Council of the University and on the Board of Governors”. 
“We need to guard against seeking to clone ourselves through 
appointments and wishing to gather around us those who make us 
‘comfortable’. This will simply reproduce an inequitable and unjust status 
quo that also lacks diversity, vitality socially, intellectually and 
academically. Ultimately it will begin to impact on quality”. We need “to 
think about our universities in a different, more embracing and inclusive 
way.” 
“At Rhodes there is room for everyone. And while we must become more 
demographically representative (this is not an option but an imperative), I 
am quite very emphatic that whether you are black or white, man or 
women, Rhodes wants high quality postgraduates and academics now and 
into the future. Equity without quality is a sham. We can have both: 
equity with quality, and quality with equity. We have to create the right 
culture and environment for this to happen – and the rewards will flow!”   
Ends 
 
Sidebar: 
The Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching and Learning  
The work of the Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching and 
Learning (CHERTL), together with the Dean of Teaching and Learning, 
involves the development of academic staff as professional educators, the 
promotion and assurance of quality in teaching and learning and the 
development of student learning in conjunction with academic 
departments, the latter more directly through the work of the Extended 
Studies Unit (ESU). In addition CHERTL also functions as an academic 
department of Rhodes University focused on Higher Education as a field 
of study and the development of teaching and learning in higher 
education. 
The Centre conducts research on teaching and learning in higher 
education and offers formal programmes in Higher Education Studies 
contributing to the development of quality teaching and learning. The 
Centre is also responsible for promoting Service-Learning within the 
institution; for the administration and development of the next generation 
academic programmes, supported by the Mellon and Kresge Foundations; 
for quality assuring short courses and supporting tutor coordinators. 
The scope of CHERTL’s work extends beyond the institution, playing an 
active role at national and international levels. CHERTL contributes 
significantly to the national higher education landscape, both through the 
offering of formal qualifications at other institutions as well as through 
representation on national bodies such as the Higher Education Learning 
and Teaching Association of Southern Africa (HELTASA) and the 
Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC). 
 
In December 2012 CHERTL released its book titled: ‘Re-imaging 
academic staff development: spaces for disruption’ which, in the words 
of one reviewer, “demonstrates a strong commitment to social 
transformation” and contributes significantly to the scholarship of 
academic development. 
 
A second reviewer suggested that the book “represents an important 
milestone in the emergence of a scholarly focus on staff development in 
South Africa” and a third reviewer said, “Anyone with an interest in 
critically examining what our universities are doing today will find this 
book fascinating and challenging”. 
 Dean of Teaching and Learning at Rhodes University, Professor Chrissie 
Boughey, in her preface to the book says: “In a field where development, 
whether of academics, curricula or institutions, is the key focus, the 
achievement of the contributors in this respect must be applauded, not 
least because it gives an indication of what can be realised elsewhere, and 
thus, hope for the future.” 
 
ends 
 
 
